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ABSTRACT
This study investigates the role of coworker and supervisor support on three aspects of burnout:
emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and lack of personal accomplishment. In particular, the
authors argue that different sources of social support at work can influence these three aspects of
burnout differently. Data collected from personnel at a university in South Texas was used to
test the authors’ hypotheses. The results from partial least square regression show that coworker
support strongly and negatively associates with emotional exhaustion and depersonalization,
while supervisor support strongly and negatively associates with lack of personal
accomplishment.
Keywords: job burnout, coworker support, supervisor support
INTRODUCTION
Among various factors that reduce employee motivation and productivity at work, job burnout is
considered a critical concern for managers (Singh et al., 2012). In the field of managerial
research, job burnout is a topic that has been extensively studied due to the negative impact it
causes to employees and the organization (Cordes & Dougherty, 1993). Consequences of
burnout that were documented in studies include low job satisfaction, high turnover rate and
absenteeism, as well as poor service quality towards customers (Shepherd et al., 2011; Yiu et al.,
2001). Studies also found that chronic experience of burnout tend increase depression and other
health-related issues (Tourigny et al., 2010).
Understating factors that make employees suffer from the burnout syndrome is essential since
this can provide effective solutions to help prevent employees from experiencing this problem.
In the present study, the authors focus on the role of social support at work as a key antecedent of
burnout. Two aspects of social support that are in focus in this study are coworker support and
supervisor support. In research, scholars suggested that these two aspects of social support are
considered main predictors of job burnout (Halbesleben & Buckley, 2004). Existing studies also
found that supervisor support and coworker support not only buffer negative effect of job
characteristics that employees experience, but also enhance psychological wellbeing and
performance of employees (Mayo et al., 2012; Sloan, 2012). For example, Blanch and Aluja
(2012) found that supervisor support was negatively associated with lower burnout among
Spanish workers. Sloan (2012) conducted a large scale survey of employees in a southern state
of U.S. and found that coworker support decreases employees’ stress from exposure to
mistreatment by customers, supervisors, and others coworkers.
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Even though the role of social support on job burnout has been previously investigated in
research, there are several aspects that still need further investigation. First, existing studies in
this area tended to combine three dimensions of burnout, namely emotional exhaustion,
depersonalization, and lack of personal accomplishment, into a single measure. This combination
was then used as a single outcome variable (e.g., Blanch and Aluja (2012)). However, scholars
have argued that burnout should be viewed as a multidimensional construct (Golembiewski,
1989; Maslach & Jackson, 1981). Therefore, using an aggregated measure of burnout as an
outcome variable can limit our understanding about the role that social support plays on each
individual dimension of burnout. Thus, by employing burnout as a multidimensional construct,
the present study can determine whether coworker support and supervisor support can have a
different impact on each of the three dimensions of job burnout.
In addition, even existing studies that employed burnout as multidimensional construct also
reported mixed results. For example, a longitudinal study by Sundin et al. (2011) found that
coworker support only reduced depersonalization aspect of burnout, but not emotional
exhaustion and lack of personal accomplishment. Moreover, they did not find any significant
relationship between supervisor support and all three aspects of job burnout. In contrast, a study
by Sochos et al. (2012) did not find support for the positive effect of coworker support and
supervisor support on any three aspect of job burnout. This study even found that coworker
support strongly led to more depersonalization. Given the incongruence of these findings, there
is a need for additional studies to confirm the effect that social support has on burnout.
LITERATURE REVIEW
Job burnout
Job burnout is considered a negative psychological state people experience when they are
exposed to stress for a prolonged period of time. The concept of burnout has its origin from the
study of Herbert Freudenberger’s (1974). Since then, it has become an important topic that has
been widely studied in various areas of occupations. Specifically, research on job burnout is
heavily based on the conceptualization proposed by Maslach and colleagues who suggested that
job burnout is a multidimensional construct consisting of three aspects: emotional exhaustion,
depersonalization, and lack of personal accomplishment (Maslach & Jackson, 1981; Maslach &
Leiter, 2008). First, emotional exhaustion normally manifests in forms of fatigue and lack of
energy to perform work functions. Second, depersonalization tends to happen when employees
adopt dysfunctional coping strategies to deal with stress at work. Those who encounter
depersonalization tend to distant themselves from their work, as well as other people at work.
Third, lack of personal accomplishment usually happens when employees lack confidence to
perform their work effectively.
To date, the relationship among these three aspects of burnout is still inconclusive. For example,
Maslach and Jackson (1982) posited that emotional exhaustion is a core component of the
burnout syndrome, which leads to depersonalization, and subsequently results in lack of personal
accomplishment. On the other hand, Golembiewski (1989) argued that burnout syndrome tends
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to begin with depersonalization, then result in emotional exhaustion and lack of personal
accomplishment.
The role of coworker and supervisor support on job burnout
Coworkers and supervisors have a strong influence on employees’ work performance.
Therefore, the quality of the relationship that employees develop with their coworkers and
supervisor can strongly affect the level of job burnout they experience. In particular, the
contribution of social support on job burnout can be explained by the job demands-resources
model (Demerouti et al., 2001). According to the model, job demands refer to any physical,
psychological, social, or organizational aspects of a job that create psychological strains to
employees (Demerouti et al., 2001). Examples of job demands include high volume workloads,
role conflict, and unsafe working conditions. On the other hand, job resources refer to any
physical, psychological, social, or organizational factors that facilitate employees to achieve their
job objectives (Demerouti et al., 2001). Examples of job resources include job autonomy,
flexible job schedule, and social support. The job demands-resources model postulates that job
burnout tends to occur when employees lack sufficient resources to deal with demands at work.
Therefore, from this perspective, coworker and supervisor support are considered important job
resources that help employees deal with high demands at work.
To being with, coworkers are people who have close interaction with employees in the
organization. Coworker support is defined as “the extent to which one's coworkers are helpful,
can be relied upon in times of need, and are receptive to work-related problems” (Menguc &
Boichuk, 2012: p.1360). Specifically, emotional support in terms of empathy and care from
coworkers can significantly help employees alleviate emotional exhaustion and reduce
depersonalization. Beehr et al (2000) mentioned that communication among employees about
work and non-work related topics can help buffer negative feelings that employees experience at
work. Furthermore, the cordial relationships that employees develop with their colleagues tend
to generate trust and compassion (Halbesleben & Wheeler, 2012), which in turn, encourages
them to foster the emotional and psychological wellbeing of their peers (McGuire, 2007; Sloan,
2012). Finally, employees who receive coworker support are more likely to develop a high sense
of personal accomplishment through the encouragement from their coworkers.
H1: Coworker support will reduce (a) emotional exhaustion, (b) depersonalization,
and (c) lack of personal accomplishment
Similarly, supervisors also have impact on the level of burnout employees experience, as studies
found that supervisors tend to have an influence on attitudes and behaviors of employees (Liaw
et al., 2010). More importantly, supervisors are bestowed with the discretion to allocate
resources and therefore play an important role in employees’ work design. Thomas and Lankau
(2009) argued that support from supervisors in terms of communication and information
disclosure tend to reduce role ambiguity, which subsequently helps employees experience lower
job stress. In fact, the contribution of supervisor support on employee wellbeing is congruent
with the leader-member exchange theory, suggesting that the quality of dyad relationship
between a supervisor and a subordinate tends to predict the level of trust, fondness, and support
that a subordinate receives from a supervisor (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). Accordingly,
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employees who receive higher support from supervisor tend to experience less burnout since
they are more likely to receive better treatment from their supervisor. Furthermore, from the
perspective of the social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954), the employees’ perception that
they receive lower support from a supervisor compared to what their peers receive can lead to
stress (Buunk & Hoorens, 1992). All in all, these situations can increase all three dimensions of
burnout that employee experience at work. Therefore:
H2: Supervisor support will reduce (a) emotional exhaustion, (b) depersonalization,
and (c) lack of personal accomplishment
In addition to the contribution of coworker and supervisor support on three aspects of burnout
stated previously, it is possible that the negative effect of coworker support on burnout can be
more prominent for emotional exhaustion and depersonalization, while the negative effect of
supervisor support on burnout can be more prominent for lack of personal accomplishment. The
main reason for the formal prediction is that coworkers tend to have a closer and more frequent
interaction with other employees than supervisors do (Halbesleben & Wheeler, 2012).
Therefore, they are in a position where they can provide better emotional support to their peers.
On the other hand, supervisors tend to have influence over the job aspects that employees
perform and tend evaluate employee performance (Dysvik & Kuvaas, 2012). Thus, they are in a
better position to encourage employees to be more confident in their ability to achieve their job
objectives. As a result, the following hypotheses are presented:
H3: The negative effect of coworker support emotional exhaustion and depersonalization
will be stronger than the negative effect on lack of personal accomplishment
H4: The negative effect of supervisor support on lack of personal accomplishment will be
stronger than the negative effect on emotional exhaustion and depersonalization
METHOD
Participants and procedure
For the purpose of this study, the sample consisted of personnel from a public university in South
Texas. The authors deployed the self-report questionnaire survey to collect the data. A total of
131 questionnaires along with cover letters were delivered to supervisors of each campus
departments asking them to encourage their employees to complete the survey. After a few
weeks later, the authors received 78 completely filled surveys back. This amount accounts to 60
percent response rate.
Measures
The measure of job burnout was adopted from the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) General
survey (Maslach et al., 1996). The scale consists of sixteen items: five items belong to emotional
exhaustion (e.g., “I feel emotionally drained from my work”; “I feel used up at the end of the
workday”); five items belong to depersonalization (e.g., “I doubt that significance of my work”;
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“I just want to do my job and not be bothered”); and six items belong to lack of personal
accomplishment (e.g., “I can effectively solve the problems that arise in my work”; “I have
accomplished many worthwhile things in my current job”). All items were scored on a five-point
rating scale, ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always).
Supervisor support was measured with the scale developed by Eisenberger et al. (1986). The
scale consists of four items. Sample items include “My work supervisor really cares about my
wellbeing” and “My supervisor strongly considers my goals and value”. Coworker support was
measured with the scale developed by Tang (1998). The scale consists of eight items. Sample
items include “My coworkers are very helpful when I encounter difficulties with my work” and
“When I encounter a problem, I usually seek help from my coworkers”. These measures were
scored on a five-point rating scale, ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always).
In addition to the main independent variables, a set of control variables that can affect job
burnout were included into the model. These variables include job demands, ages, genders,
education, and job tenure. The scale of job demands was based on the Job Content Questionnaire
survey developed by Karasek et al. (1998). It was measured in terms of quantitative workload
(e.g., work hard, conflicting job demands). The scale contains five items. Items were scored on
a four-point frequency scale, ranging from 1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly disagree). Age was
measured in years. Gender was measured as a dummy variable where females were coded 0 and
males 1. Education ranged from 1 (less than a bachelor’s degree), 2 (bachelor’s degree), 3
(master’s degree), to 4 (doctoral degree). Job tenure was measured in the number of years that
respondents had worked for their organizations. Job position ranged from 1 (junior staff), 2
(senior staff), 3 (junior manager), 4 (middle-level manager), and 5(senior-level manager).
Estimating technique
This study uses partial least square (PLS) regression as a statistical technique to analyze the data.
The major advantages that PLS have over covariance-based structure equation modeling are the
following: (1) it does not require data to be normally distributed, and (2) it requires smaller
sample size for the analysis. PLS regression analysis was performed using WarpPLS 3.0 (Kock,
2012).
RESULTS
Before estimating the PLS model, a series of analyses were performed. Construct reliabilities
were evaluated using Cronbach alphas (α). All values exceeded the widely recommended
minimum value of 0.7 (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). Convergent validity of latent variables was
evaluated using factor loadings. The results indicated that all factors loadings were greater than
0.5, which are sufficient as recommended by Hair et al (2009). Next, the test for discriminant
validity was performed using average variance extracted (AVE). As suggested by Fornell and
Larcker (1981), the square root of the AVE of each construct must be greater than other
correlations involving that construct in order for discriminant validity to exist. The results were
also satisfactory. Table 1 reported correlations among variables, as well as reliability and
discriminant validity indicators of latent variables (see appendix). Finally, the test for the
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possible presence of multicollinearity among the indicators was also performed using Variance
Inflation Factor (VIF) statistics. The VIFs ranged from 1.43 to 3.18, which is considerably
below the critical value of 3.3 as suggested by Petter et al (2007).
Results from PLS analysis that included all control variables were presented in Figure 1. The
standardized coefficient and t-values were calculated using a bootstrap resampling procedure
with 100 subsamples (Efron et al., 2004).

FIGURE 1: PLS RESULTS
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Notes: * p < .1; ** p < .05; *** p < .01.
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Solid lines represent significant paths

For the association between coworker support and three aspects of burnout, the results showed
that coworker support is negatively associated with emotional exhaustion (β=-.394; p<.05),
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depersonalization (β=-.396; p<.05), and lack of personal accomplishment (-.119; p=.254).
However, the association was not statistically significant for lack of personal accomplishment.
Therefore, hypothesis 1a and hypothesis 1b were supported while hypothesis 1c was not
supported.
For the association between supervisor support and three aspects of burnout, the results showed
that supervisor support is negatively associated with emotional exhaustion (β=-.135; p=.195),
depersonalization (β=-.178; p=.203), and lack of personal accomplishment (-.404; p<.05).
However, only the association with lack of personal accomplishment was statistically significant.
Therefore, hypothesis 2c was supported while hypothesis 2a and hypothesis 2b were not
supported.
Next, by comparing the magnitude of the path coefficient and the significant level between
coworker support and supervisor support on three aspects of burnout, the results suggested that
the contributions of coworker support on emotional exhaustion and depersonalization were
stronger than the contributions of supervisor support on those two aspects of burnout. On the
other hand, the contribution of supervisor support on lack of personal accomplishment was
stronger than the contribution of coworker support on that aspect. Therefore, hypothesis 4 and
hypothesis 5 were supported.
Finally, the significant effects of control variables on three aspect of burnout were found as the
following: emotional exhaustion was negative associated with education (β=-.155; p<.1);
depersonalization was positively associated with gender (male) (β=.173; p<.1); lack of personal
accomplishment was negatively associated with job demands (β=-.288; p<.05) and job tenure
(β=-363; p<.05) but positively associated with age (β=.393; p<.05).
DISCUSSION
General discussion
This study aimed to test the role of coworker and supervisor support on three aspects of burnout.
The results from PLS analysis appeared to support our prior predictions. We found that both
coworker and supervisor support tended to make employees experience lower burnout.
Generally, the results from this study are consistent with existing literature which regards social
support as a solution to help employees deal effectively with stress at work (Halbesleben &
Buckley, 2004; Sochos et al., 2012). However, we also found that the degree of support that
employees perceived from different sources in an organization tended to help reduce different
types of burnout. Specifically, our findings suggested that support from coworkers significantly
made employees experience lower emotional exhaustion and depersonalization, while support
from supervisor significantly helped employees to be more confident in their ability to achieve
their job objectives of personal accomplishment. These findings support our predictions that: (1)
managers have strong influence on job advancement of employees; thus, lack of support from
managers can cause employees to feel demotivated to achieve high job performance; and (2)
coworkers have close interpersonal relationship with employees; thus, lack of coworker support
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can cause employees to feel alienated and become demotivated to come to work. Overall, these
findings provide important contribution to existing research by providing this evidence.
Limitations
Despite interesting findings that the present research provided, this study has some limitations
that need to be discussed. Specifically, we used a small sample from only one university in
south Texas. In addition, the majority of the participants are Hispanic. Therefore, these
sampling issues can limit the generalizability of our findings.
Practical implications
Finally, there are managerial implications based on our findings. Due to detrimental
consequences that burnout causes to productivity and performance of employees, it is crucial for
organizations to implement proper policies in order to prevent employees from experiencing
burnout. In particular, organizations need to make sure that employees receive sufficient support
from their coworkers and supervisors. For example, job designs that require teamwork as well as
compensation system that is based on team performance could allow employees to collaborate
more with one another (Bamberger & Levi, 2009), thereby encouraging them to develop close
interpersonal relationship. In the same manner, it is necessary for managers to provide adequate
support to their employees to help them develop high confidence. For example, leadership
techniques such as management coaching can be implemented to help employees enhance their
self-efficacy (Baron & Morin, 2010), thus helping in developing confidence about their job
performance.
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